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  INTRODUCTION




  For the past decade versions of the following news clipping have circulated around the world:




  

    

      A circus dwarf, nicknamed Od, died recently when he bounced sideways from a trampoline and was swallowed by a yawning hippopotamus waiting to appear in the next act. Vets

      said Hilda the Hippo’s gag reflex caused her to swallow automatically. More than 1000 spectators continued to applaud wildly until they realized the tragic mistake.


    


  




  This sensational news item has been reported in the Manchester Evening News, Thailand’s Pattaya Mail, and the Sydney Daily Telegraph. It resurfaces periodically, kept

  alive by the Internet (that vast repository of weird information) until it reappears in print again. In one version the circus is located in Austria; in another, northern Thailand. But whenever

  it’s reported, the tale is presented as fact. However, it’s almost certainly not.




  The author of the tale probably intended it to be a joke, although we don’t know who that author was or where the story was first published. Sometimes it’s credited to the Las Vegas Sun, at other times to National Lampoon, but the tale hasn’t been found in the archives of either publication. All we can say with certainty is that it was penned at some time

  before 1994, when it first appeared in a Usenet posting. It then began its career as a recurring ‘true’ news story, helped by the fact that many people were willing to believe anything

  they read online.




  The hippo-eats-dwarf story is a) bizarre, b) almost certainly fake, and c) masquerading as real. This set of attributes describes many things in the modern world. Silicone butt implants, for

  instance. Other examples that come to mind include inflatable girlfriends, lip-synching musicians, pre-recorded laugh tracks, Botox masks, unreality TV, and tofu turkeys. We live in a world

  that’s fake and growing faker every day, in increasingly bizarre ways. We live, to coin a phrase, in a hippo-eats-dwarf world.




  There are many reasons for this proliferation of the fake. The most basic one is that confronting reality head-on tends to be unpleasant. We avoid this whenever possible. In fact, our brains

  seem hard-wired to ignore disturbing truths. It’s a kind of survival instinct. As Carl Jung said, ‘People cannot stand too much reality.’ Instead, we surround ourselves with

  easy-to-swallow fantasies. Second, fakery is an inevitable byproduct of mass culture because fake stuff is cheaper and more convenient than the real thing. We can’t all afford to decorate our

  homes with marble and gold, but most of us can afford cheap plastic substitutes. Third, there are many people (advertisers, politicians, TV producers, etc.) who have a vested interest in lying to

  us for self-promoting reasons. Finally, advances in technology now allow us to embrace fakery in more elaborate and aggressive ways than ever. Combine all these factors, and what you get is the

  phenomenon of hippo-eats-dwarf fakery.




  But more important than why the world is like this, is how to survive in it. Given the preponderance of fake stuff and the fact that reality itself has taken a turn for the weird, telling the

  difference between the genuine and the fake has become a constant challenge. That’s what this book is about. It offers a tour of our hippo-eats-dwarf world and gives advice on how to find

  your way in an environment in which the line between truth and fiction has completely blurred.




  Assembled in the following pages are thousands of examples of the hoaxes, urban legends, spoofs, scams, advertising ploys, political doublespeak, and other forms of bull (or, as the Brits would

  have it, ‘bollocks’) that fill the modern world. Later, when you’re trying to figure out if a website selling dehydrated water is for real, or if that photo of a 200-pound cat

  that just arrived in your inbox is genuine, these examples should provide some guidance on which to base your decision.




  This book emerged out of the experience of serving for over ten years as the curator of the online Museum of Hoaxes (museumofhoaxes.com). Day after day I scanned the news to offer readers of the

  site interesting new examples of fakery. After doing this for a while, themes began to emerge. Recurring patterns became evident. What I’ve attempted in this book is to record some of those

  themes. The tour of fakery begins with birth, ends with death, and covers just about everything in between – including eBay. It’s structured around a series of ‘reality

  rules’ that lay out basic principles for navigating the treacherous landscape of reality, and at the end of each chapter you will find ‘reality checks’, which are a series of

  questions you can use to test your ability to differentiate the authentic from the bogus.




  But enough said. Let’s get down to the business of tracking those dwarf-eating hippos!








  

     

  




  ONE




  Birth




  The subject of birth has always offered fertile ground for superstition and fraud. In Roman times, farmers believed mares could become pregnant simply by ‘turning east

  and inhaling the wind from that direction’. In the Middle Ages, doctors counselled that twins were obviously the product of more than one father. We may think we’re too sophisticated to

  believe such things today, but of course we’re not. Baby nonsense has simply transformed to match the times.




  REALITY RULE 1.1




  Just because a woman looks pregnant, it doesn’t mean she is.




  You meet a pregnant woman. Or rather, you meet a woman who looks and claims to be pregnant. But how do you know she’s telling the truth? This can be hard to

  determine. After all, short of subjecting the woman to a medical exam, what are you going to do? Poke her in the stomach?




  This fact – that to the casual observer a genuinely pregnant woman is almost indistinguishable from a woman who’s faking it – is what pregnancy hoaxes depend upon for their

  success. And while such hoaxes are hardly an everyday occurrence, they’re common enough to be a recurring theme in the world of deception.




  Consider the 2003 case of Erin McGaw. Erin had an air of innocence about her. Her auburn hair and freckles made her look younger than her actual age of seventeen, and she hung out after school

  with her church group, not with boys. Which is why her classmates at Penn Manor High could scarcely believe she was pregnant. But the evidence of her growing belly seemed to be proof.




  Erin’s belly expanded for three months, during which time she discovered that it’s not easy being a pregnant teenager. Boys told her she looked fat. Girls whispered behind her back

  that she must have had a one-night stand, and that she didn’t even know who the father was. Erin found herself shunned by her peers.




  Finally her teacher, Ms Rottmund, sat Erin down and insisted enough was enough. It was time to tell her classmates the truth – which was that Erin was not pregnant. The only thing she was

  carrying to term was some padding stuffed into a swimsuit beneath her clothes.




  Though Erin’s methods were deceptive, her motives were well intentioned. She had conceived of the bogus pregnancy as a way of completing a senior-year independent study project. Her plan

  was to experience how pregnant teenagers are treated and then to report her findings at the school’s year-end Festival of Learning. Erin’s parents, as well as Ms Rottmund, had approved

  the project and promised to keep it a secret. Though unconventional, it was certainly more interesting than most senior-year projects.




  Of course, teenage girls conducting school projects are not your normal pregnancy fakers. The typical perpetrators are scam artists trying to make a buck, women such as Maya-Anne Mays who agreed

  to let Robert and Alette Temple of Walnut Creek, California adopt her soon-to-be-born baby. Eager to make her pregnancy as stress-free as possible, the Temples paid Mays’s rent, sent her

  spending money, and showered her with gifts. But as the months passed, their suspicions grew. Why did Mays stubbornly refuse all medical care? Even though she looked pregnant and had tested

  positive on a pregnancy exam, the Temples began to suspect something was fishy. Finally, they went to the authorities. Sure enough, there was no baby. Mays was scamming them, as well as two other

  couples. Her heavy-set build made her look pregnant, and a recent miscarriage had allowed her to test positive on a pregnancy exam. The police charged Mays with three felony counts of grand

  theft.




  Fake pregnancy scams happen often enough that adoption centres keep lists of known scammers, including aliases and dates of birth. But in 2006 a Missouri couple managed to put a novel twist on

  the con.




  Sarah Everson claimed she was not only pregnant, but pregnant with sextuplets. And instead of hitting on a single adoptive couple, she tried to con an entire community. She supplied the

  Associated Press with a photograph of herself lying in bed looking very, very pregnant. Later, stories of the birth of her six children ran in local papers. Kindly strangers who sympathized with

  the family’s tight financial situation created a website to raise money for them. But where were the infants? Sarah explained they were still in intensive care. But at what hospital? When

  reporters began to ask these questions, they discovered that no local hospital had ever heard of Sarah Everson or her sextuplets. At which point, the entire scheme rapidly unravelled.




  It’s important to note the difference between a fake pregnancy scam, in which the scammer knows she’s not pregnant, and cases in which a woman actually believes she’s pregnant,

  though she’s not. The latter condition is known as pseudocyesis, and it is a genuine, though rare, medical disorder. Mary I, Queen of England, aka Bloody Mary, is thought to have suffered

  from it. Not once, but twice she believed she was pregnant, only to be disappointed.




  Occupying a place somewhere between pseudocyesis and scam is the phenomenon of miracle births. Such cases involve infertile women who claim to be carrying a child, having been impregnated by

  none other than God himself. This happens more often than one might think.




  The cult leader Joanna Southcott remains the most famous miracle-birther. In 1814 Southcott announced she would soon give birth to the Son of God. What made this claim particularly remarkable is

  that she was sixty-five years old at the time. Nine months passed. Her followers feverishly awaited the birth, gathering every day outside her house. But when the due date arrived, there was no

  baby. Instead, Southcott died a few days later. Doctors who performed an autopsy found no evidence of pregnancy. So was Southcott cynically manipulating her followers or did she really believe she

  was pregnant? That’s impossible to know.




  In more recent times, we have witnessed the ongoing saga of Archbishop Gilbert Deya and his ‘holy ghost babies’. This self-styled archbishop (he gave himself the title) convinced

  numerous female followers in Britain that they were impregnated by Jesus. He then whisked them away to Kenya, where they gave birth in a backstreet clinic – even though most of these women

  were either post-menopausal or infertile. Furthermore, the ‘holy ghost babies’ developed within their wombs in record-breaking time. Deya helped one fifty-six-year-old lady give birth

  thirteen times in three years. For those keeping track, that’s approximately one baby every three months. But what made the case of Archbishop Deya really bizarre was that real living,

  screaming, kicking babies did appear at the end of these rapid-fire pregnancies. Where exactly were they coming from?




  The Kenyan government had an explanation. It accused Deya of illegal baby trafficking. His method of operation was apparently to acquire infants in the slums of Kenya and then deposit them into

  the hands of British women. Strangely, the women appeared unaware of any illegality or deception. Their desire to give birth was so strong that they allowed Deya to convince them they were

  pregnant. A video of one miracle birth shows a semi-conscious woman, clearly unaware of what is happening, being handed a child while ‘doctors’ cut an umbilical cord that looks

  suspiciously like a wire.




  Deya now faces charges of child trafficking in Kenya, and the Kenyan government is actively seeking his extradition from the United Kingdom. However, this process is still working its way

  through the courts. As of November 2008, the British High Court ordered his extradition, but Deya still hopes to appeal the case to the European Court of Human Rights, arguing that he would face

  possible torture if sent to Kenya.




  Of course, the phenomenon of miracle births could not exist without a large gullible population ready to believe such things are possible. The world is in no short supply of such people. This

  was illustrated during the summer of 2004 when newspapers reported that hundreds of Muslims were flocking to a German university clinic to see a woman who had supposedly given birth to

  Allah’s chosen son. The pilgrims’ source for this information? A rumour posted on a Turkish Internet site. They had read it online, so it had to be true.




  As more pilgrims kept showing up at the clinic, the staff were at first confused, then amused, and finally frightened. Try as they might, they couldn’t convince the miracle-seekers that no

  woman there matched the description of ‘the Mother of Allah’s Chosen Son’. The arrival of new miracle-seekers was only stemmed when the clinic hired extra security guards to turn

  them away.




  However, there will always be new rumours, and gullible people ready to believe them. That, unfortunately, is the way of the world.




  REALITY RULE 1.2




  Human women give birth to human babies.




  On 27 June 2004, the BBC published a story on its website about an Iranian woman who had given birth to a frog. Details of the case were sketchy, but an Iranian newspaper

  (the BBC’s source) theorized that the woman had picked up a frog larva while swimming in a dirty pool, and that the larva had grown into an adult frog inside her body. No further details ever

  came to light about the case, and the BBC published no more on the subject, but what it never acknowledged was that these kinds of tales, about women giving birth to non-human creatures, have been

  around for millennia, and they’re as dubious now as they were back then.




  Pliny the Elder, writing in the first century AD, described a Roman woman, Alcippe, who gave birth to an elephant. He also wrote of the birth of a half-man/half-horse

  creature called the Hippocentaur, which he claimed to have seen preserved in honey. Not to be outdone, the seventeenth-century Danish physician Ole Worm (his real name) displayed two hen’s

  eggs in his museum that supposedly had been laid by a Norwegian woman. The eggs became prized collectors’ items. One of them came into the possession of the king of Denmark and was eventually

  sold at auction in 1824.




  Then came the notorious case of Mary Toft. In 1726 this British woman stunned the medical community by claiming to have given birth to rabbits. She even performed this feat while being observed

  by the king’s personal surgeon. Unfortunately for Mary, she tried to perpetrate her scam – the goal of which was to gain a pension from the king – at the dawn of the age of

  science, and early scientists demanded that such an extraordinary claim be backed up by extraordinary evidence. To this end, the physician Sir Richard Manningham threatened to operate on her to

  examine her miraculous uterus. Mary quickly confessed.




  In addition to these tales, there is a long history of European folk legends that cultural anthropologists refer to as ‘bosom serpent’ legends. It is these that the BBC’s

  frog-child was a direct descendant of. In such tales, various animals – snakes, spiders, ants, frogs – crawl into a woman’s body, grow to full size, and later emerge in horrifying

  fashion (through the skin, out the mouth, etc.). Anthropologists theorize that such tales represent fears about the dangers of pregnancy. An enduring modern urban legend of this type is the tale of

  the Octopus Birth, in which an unfortunate girl gives birth to an octopus after getting octopus eggs inside her while swimming. Folklorist David Jacobson documented an instance of this tale

  reported as news by a Boston newspaper in 1934. Given that the BBC published an almost identical version in 2004 (substituting a frog for an octopus), the legend is evidently still alive and

  well.




  There is a disturbing but sensational sub-genre within the larger corpus of tales of women giving birth to non-human creatures. This is the concept of a human–ape hybrid. From the eleventh

  century comes the story of an Italian countess who fell in love with her husband’s pet ape, mated with it, and gave birth to a half-human/half-ape child she named Maimo. Later, the pet ape

  grew jealous of the countess’s husband and killed him in a fit of rage. Perhaps inspired by this tale, in the 1920s a Soviet biologist, Il’ya Ivanov, actually did experiment with

  creating a human–ape hybrid. For years, reports of his experiments were dismissed in the West as wild rumour, until the opening of Soviet archives in the 1990s revealed them to be true.

  Thankfully, all Ivanov’s attempts proved unsuccessful, and his career was cut short when he was thrown into a prison camp.




  More recently, a captive chimp named Oliver attracted attention because of his eerily human facial structure and forms of behaviour. There was speculation he was a ‘humanzee’

  (human–chimp hybrid), but genetic testing conducted in 1996 revealed he was fully chimp.




  It would be nice to dismiss the idea of a human–chimp hybrid as a twisted, pseudo-scientific notion. Unfortunately, the jury is still out on that. Sceptics argue that chimps and humans

  have a different number of chromosomes. Therefore, a hybrid offspring should not be viable. However, horses and donkeys have different numbers of chromosomes, and they quite readily produce mules

  when mated together. There are reputable primatologists, such as Geoffrey Bourne, former director of the Yerkes Primate Center, who have speculated that a human–chimp hybrid might indeed be a

  biological possibility. So while we can classify the stories of women giving birth to frogs, octopuses, rabbits, and snakes as urban legends and hoaxes, the concept of a human–ape hybrid

  remains more ambiguous. Let’s just say that, for now, it appears highly unlikely, and hope we never see the day when this is proven otherwise.




  REALITY RULE 1.3




  Women give birth to children. Men don’t.




  When a woman is pregnant, it occasionally happens that the father of the child will experience some of her symptoms. He might develop strange food cravings and feel

  muscular pains. This phenomenon is known as a sympathetic pregnancy or, more technically, as Couvade syndrome.




  Some cultures ritualize this experience, subjecting fathers to various forms of torture and deprivation so they can sympathize with the woman. Nowhere is such a ritual perfected more than among

  the Huichol Indians from Central Mexico, who lay the father in the roof of the hut above the labouring woman. Whenever she feels pain, she tugs on a rope that is tied around the father’s

  testicles. A less alarming alternative is offered by the Birthways corporation, which manufactures a strap-on ‘empathy belly’ that allows fathers-to-be to experience the symptoms felt

  by expectant mothers, including weight gain, shortness of breath, bladder pressure, backaches, fatigue, irritability, and ‘much, much more!’




  In rare cases, a sympathetic pregnancy might proceed so far that the father’s breasts begin to swell and even lactate. Few men realize they possess all the biological equipment necessary

  to produce breast milk, but the evolutionary biologist Dr Jared Diamond notes that, for a man to produce breast milk, ‘mere repeated mechanical stimulation of the nipples suffices in some

  cases, since mechanical stimulation is a natural way of releasing hormones’. However, starvation is a far more reliable method since it interferes with the liver’s ability to flush out

  excess hormones. Dr Diamond writes that ‘thousands of cases [of spontaneous lactation] were recorded among prisoners of war released from concentration camps after World War II’.




  Of course, the easiest way to make a man produce milk is to inject him with female hormones, though eating too much junk food and drinking tap water might have the same effect. Doctors report a

  sharp rise in the number of men experiencing gynaecomastia (unwanted growth of the mammary glands). They speculate this might be caused by an increasing amount of female hormones in our food

  supply, coming from farmers who use the hormones on cattle as well as from trace amounts of the female contraceptive pill in our water. If this trend continues, men might end up being like

  domesticated goats or the wild dayak fruit bat. The male members of this species produce milk relatively often and without any obvious external stimulus.




  Could a man go a step beyond sympathetic pregnancy and actually give birth to a child? Rumours of pregnant men have floated around for years. On the web you’ll discover an entire

  subculture that fetishizes the idea. But, to date, there’s never been a scientifically documented case of a man ‘in the family way’.




  Men lack the biological parts to become pregnant like women. Therefore, a man could only bear a child via what is known as an ectopic pregnancy. A surgeon would have to transplant a fertilized

  egg into the man’s abdominal cavity, and then give the man female hormones to encourage blood vessels to grow around and feed the developing egg. This may sound straightforward, but getting

  it to work in practice would be both difficult and dangerous.




  During the 1960s Dr Cecil Jacobson, a researcher at George Washington University Medical School, claimed he had successfully implanted a fertilized egg into a male baboon and allowed the egg to

  develop for four months before terminating the pregnancy. However, Dr Jacobson never showed the baboon to other scientists and never published his results, so you have to take his word for it that

  this happened. Since Dr Jacobson was later arrested for secretly impregnating seventy-five patients at his fertility clinic with his own sperm, his word no longer holds much weight in the

  scientific community.




  More recently, the website malepregnancy.com purported to document the first case of a man to bear a child. Although the site looked real, and featured video clips and pictures of the

  father-with-child, it was in reality an art project dreamed up by conceptual artist Virgil Wong. But in 2002 a Beijing doctor, Chen Huanran, based at the Chinese Academy of Medical Sciences,

  announced he was recruiting volunteers to participate in a ‘male mother’ study. He said his goal was to help transsexuals realize their dreams of giving birth. As of his last public

  announcement, in 2005, he had four volunteers, but there have been no updates since that time.




  In America, in early 2008, the dream of a male mother appeared to have at last been realized. At least, that’s what headlines proclaimed, and what a widely circulated photo of a man

  sporting a very large belly and stubble on his chin seemed to support. The reality was more complicated. The man, Thomas Beatie, was a transgendered individual who began life as a female. Thanks to

  a series of surgical operations and testosterone injections that suppressed her menstrual cycle, she became a he. In other words, Beatie had all the necessary biological parts to become pregnant.

  It was simply a matter of stopping the testosterone injections and allowing his body’s natural hormones to rebalance themselves. To male-mother purists, this wasn’t quite the same as an

  actual male pregnancy. Still, the media loved it and showered him with attention. He even got to appear on Oprah.




  Although Beatie may not have qualified as the first true male mother, it seems plausible that doctors may someday perfect the techniques to make male pregnancy a reality. At which point, Reality

  Rule 1.3 will need to be revised.




  REALITY RULE 1.4




  People will make jokes about anything. Even babies. Even dead babies.




  In 1729 Jonathan Swift published a short work titled A Modest Proposal for Preventing the Children of Poor People in Ireland From Being a Burden to their Parents or the

  Country, and for Making Them Beneficial to the Public. In it he suggested that enormous social and economic benefits could be gained by feeding the unwanted babies of the poor to the rich.




  Of course, Swift did not actually intend to promote class-based cannibalism. His point was to use satire to dramatize how the rich exploit and dehumanize the poor.




  Swift’s short work subsequently lent its name to a genre of satirical hoaxing that uses the same method. Such works are called Modest Proposals. The satirist pretends to advocate an idea

  that people find shocking or disgusting. But the true goal of the satire (at least, according to the satirist) is to raise awareness of a social problem.




  If you want to find present-day examples of Modest Proposals, simply go online. It’s difficult to spend half an hour browsing the Internet without stumbling across one. But the problem the

  genre raises is that it’s often very difficult (close to impossible) to distinguish between a person who is seriously advocating a disturbing idea and someone who is doing so satirically.

  After all, there are genuinely twisted individuals out there proposing all kinds of deviant ideas. People inevitably mistake Modest Proposals for the work of genuine sickos, and outrage

  follows.




  For instance, what would you think if you happened upon the Arm the Homeless Charity, which collects donations to provide firearms, ammunition, and firearm safety training for homeless people? A

  press release issued to the American media in December 1993 announced the formation of this charity, and a national controversy ensued. Critics denounced the charity on all the major networks, and

  angry letters poured in to newspapers. However, the charity wasn’t real. It turned out to be a Modest Proposal dreamed up by a couple of university students who claimed they were trying to

  raise awareness of violence and gun safety.




  What about the website IBuyStrays.com? It purports to represent a business that buys unwanted pets and resells them to research labs. Text on the site encourages animal owners who have grown

  tired of their pets to sell them in order to help the research industry. Again, it’s a Modest Proposal. Its creator claims to be attempting to focus attention on the (legal) trade in research

  animals.




  One final example: ChrissyCaviar.com. This is the website of Chrissy Conant, who sells eggs harvested from her own body, preserved in tubal fluid, as ‘human caviar’. She suggests

  that one day her caviar will ‘surpass Beluga caviar as the current ultimate in luxury, consumable items’. Chrissy Caviar, unfortunately, is real. Performance artist Conant actually

  has harvested eggs from her body and does offer them for sale, though technically she sells them as works of art to avoid food safety regulations.




  Critics of the Modest Proposal genre argue that, whether or not such works raise awareness of social issues, they’re still in poor taste. There’s no good answer to this.

  People’s tolerance for this kind of thing varies. The important thing is to recognize that the genre exists, and it’s not going away. So if you stumble across something that really

  turns your stomach, consider whether it’s a Modest Proposal before you call the police to have the people arrested.




  REALITY RULE 1.5




  Be wary of clones lacking proof.




  In 1962 John Gurdon, a researcher at Oxford University, announced he had successfully cloned frogs from adult frog cells. Gurdon’s announcement generated enormous

  excitement within both the scientific community and the larger public. Before this time, the idea of cloning an animal had been considered to be the stuff of science fiction. Gurdon’s

  research indicated it was technologically possible. And if a frog could be cloned, why not a human? Scientists weren’t willing to say such a step would happen any time soon, but hoaxers were

  more than ready to suggest this.




  In 1978, on the heels of the debut of The Boys from Brazil, a movie about the creation of Adolf Hitler clones, respected science journalist David Rorvik startled his peers by announcing

  the birth of the world’s first human clone. Rorvik was vague about the details. He described a top-secret project conducted on a faraway tropical island, funded by an eccentric millionaire

  codenamed ‘Max’. The clone, Max’s exact genetic match, couldn’t be introduced to the public, Rorvik explained, because of concerns about the child’s privacy. Instead,

  Rorvik asked that everyone simply take his word for it that the clone did exist.




  This is a consistent theme in clone hoaxes. The purported clone is explained to be emotionally or physically fragile, and so must be kept off-stage, away from public scrutiny.




  Rorvik probably thought he was going to ride his tale of a human clone all the way to riches. His book about the experiment, In His Image: The Cloning of a Man, did become a bestseller.

  Unfortunately for him, one of the scientists whose research he cited sued him for defamation. In a technical ruling the court declared that Rorvik’s book was a ‘fraud and a hoax’

  as he failed to reveal his sources, and most of his earnings vanished in legal fees.




  Rorvik ’s hoax turned out to be just a warm-up for the phoney clones that materialized following the 1997 announcement of the birth of Dolly, the world’s first cloned sheep. The

  scientifically verified birth of a cloned mammal gave credence to the idea that a human clone might soon be possible. What resulted was a mad rush to cash in on the publicity that would flow to the

  first group to produce a human clone.




  First at bat was Dr Severino Antinori, an Italian physician who announced in late November 2002 that he had consulted for a consortium of scientists that claimed they were about to produce the

  world’s first. The mysterious consortium of scientists never materialized, nor did the clone. Not to be outdone, the Raelians, a previously obscure alien-worshipping cult, convened a press

  conference a month later to announce they already had a clone. Delivering the news was Dr Brigitte Boisselier, a woman whose peculiarly bright red hair and manic grin became as celebrated in the

  media as the clone announcement itself. According to her, scientists at Clonaid, a Raelian-funded biotech company, had helped a client give birth to a healthy girl clone named Eve in late December.

  Of course, the clone had to be kept hidden, to protect the child’s privacy.




  More Raelian clones followed. By February 2004 there were supposedly seven of them, with seven others on the way. The Raelians also claimed to be building a ‘Babytron’, an

  artificial, out-of-body womb in which future clones could be grown. Some day, they promised, we would all be able to grow clones of ourselves in babytrons, download our memories into these clones,

  and thereby live forever.




  Rael, the titular leader of the Raelians, later halfway admitted that all these announcements were a hoax when he remarked, ‘Even if you want to think that we did all that only for

  publicity, it is wonderful. If that is the case, we are promotional geniuses . . . But if what we say we did is true, we are also scientific geniuses. In any case, we are geniuses! Wonderful! In

  any case, we win!’ He was right. The Raelians achieved worldwide notoriety and generated a steep rise in their membership on account of the clone mania.




  Completing a clone-hoax trifecta, in 2004 and 2005 the highly regarded South Korean scientist Hwang Woo-Suk published articles in the journal Science in which he claimed to have

  successfully cloned a human embryo – the first time this had ever been achieved. A year later his reputation crumbled when allegations emerged that he had faked his data. At first Hwang

  denied the allegations, but eventually he acknowledged flaws in the data and apologized for ‘creating a shock and a disappointment’. He was later indicted on charges of fraud and

  embezzlement.




  It seems likely scientists will eventually figure out how to clone a human. But in the meantime, researcher Gabriel Weinberg suggests an ingenious way a fake clone could be created that would

  pass any test the scientific community could throw at it. The method is to fertilize an ova via in-vitro fertilization, then divide the resulting embryo to produce identical twins (perfectly doable

  with today’s technology). Allow one embryo to develop, be born, and grow up, but freeze the other. Eighteen years later, implant the frozen embryo into the womb of the grown-up twin and allow

  her to give birth to it. The resulting child would be an exact genetic match of her ‘mother’. She would be an apparent clone, though in reality just a twin.




  If, eighteen years from now, a researcher announces the birth of the first human clone, it will be difficult to know if it is a genuine clone, or merely the creation of someone who decided to

  take Weinberg’s suggestion seriously.




  REALITY RULE 1.6




  Dolls are not, nor should they be confused with, real human babies.




  Throughout the history of human civilization children have played with dolls. In fact, dolls have been found in Egyptian tombs over four thousand years old, making them the

  oldest known toys. It’s perfectly natural for children to play with dolls. However, at some point in the evolution of this toy, doll-makers decided that their creations should not merely

  represent babies but actually be as close as possible to the real thing. That’s when dolls went from being cute to being weirdly creepy.
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  Baby Alive!




  Kenner’s Baby Alive doll, introduced in the early 1970s, might have been the first errant link in this evolutionary chain. The doll ate, drank, and even wet its diapers. Kenner’s

  advertising campaign depicted young girls growing deliriously excited at the sight of Baby Alive eating her food.




  The trend advanced a step with the introduction of Cabbage Patch Kids in the late 1970s. These dolls were originally high-quality, hand-sewn cloth creations made by artist Xavier Roberts, but

  due to their popularity they soon were being mass produced out of vinyl. The dolls didn’t look particularly lifelike, but their selling point was that they were not supposed to be treated

  like dolls. Instead, they were supposed to be considered real babies. And you didn’t buy them. You adopted them.




  Those considering adoption could watch Mother Cabbage giving birth to the baby at the toy store. Mother Cabbage was essentially a bunch of leaves with a hole from which the baby would emerge.

  Technicians administered Imagicillan to ease the pain of childbirth. The vinyl child was ceremonially spanked to make sure it was alive, and adopters were then asked to take an oath, ‘I

  promise to love my cabbage patch kid,’ before being allowed to carry it home.




  The extent to which buyers embraced this fantasy is demonstrated by people such as Maryland residents Pat and Joe Posey, who have cared for a Cabbage Patch Baby for over nineteen years. Kevin,

  as they’ve named him, has his own room in their house – as well as his own college fund, just in case he ever decides to make it on his own. To entertain Kevin, the Poseys take him

  fishing or let him watch reruns of SpongeBob SquarePants, his favourite show. And when company comes over, the Poseys insist Kevin be included in the conversation. Kevin even talks back,

  though guests are expected to ignore the fact that it’s really Mr Posey speaking in falsetto.
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  Anatomically correct Little Grace. Sold by Ashton-Drake Galleries.




  Reborn Dolls were the next step in the evolution of human–doll hybrids. Amateur hobbyists, mostly stay-at-home mums, started creating these in the early 2000s and selling them on eBay.

  Reborn Dolls are ultra-true-to-life, realistic down to such anatomical details as pseudo-umbilical cords.




  Quality varies, but to make a really good Reborn Doll you start with a silicone vinyl doll, take it apart, remodel its mouth and nose, replace its hair with human hair, paint it to give it the

  appearance of a newborn’s veiny translucent skin, fill it with sand to get it up to baby weight, add glass eyes, and insert silicone pads to simulate baby fat. Finally you name it and print

  out a birth certificate. The finished product can be indistinguishable, at first glance, from an actual child. Collectors who sell them on eBay often receive angry emails from people who think

  they’re auctioning off real, human babies.




  Collectors pay thousands of dollars for top-quality Reborn Dolls, and true enthusiasts treat their dolls just as they would treat a real human baby. They hug them, pamper them, and dress them in

  cute baby outfits. They explain that acting in this way somehow fills a void in their lives.




  Perhaps the creepiest pseudo-human dolls are those fashioned to resemble specific individuals, particularly when those individuals are dead. For instance, in 2008 Floridians were shocked at the

  murder of three-year-old Caylee Marie Anthony, especially when her mother was charged with killing her. But the publicity from the event inspired one company to imagine there might be a market for

  an ‘Inspirational Caylee Sunshine’ doll that sang ‘You Are My Sunshine’ when her belly button was pushed. The company pointed out that it hadn’t made the doll to

  closely resemble the real-life Caylee since that would be ‘too morbid and difficult for the public’. Nevertheless, it dropped its plan to sell the doll after receiving a flood of

  criticism.




  The trend towards making dolls appear human definitely makes many people uneasy. This sense of unease has perhaps been responsible for the success of the Child’s Play horror film

  franchise, which follows the murderous exploits of Chucky, a Good Guys doll animated by the soul of a serial killer.




  The research of Japanese roboticist Masahiro Mori offers some scientific insight into this discomfort. During the 1970s, Mori tested people’s responses to anthropomorphic robots. What he

  discovered was that people easily formed emotional attachments to robots that didn’t look human at all. They also bonded with robots that were indistinguishable from humans. But robots that

  were in between, that were ‘almost human’, triggered strong negative reactions. People felt a sense of revulsion when they looked at them. Mori referred to this response as the

  ‘uncanny valley’. And what was true with his robots is true with dolls.




  Mori suggested that if a robot or doll is obviously not human, then we don’t judge it by human standards. This allows us to form an emotional attachment with it. But if the doll looks

  almost human, we do judge it by human standards, but we simultaneously sense that it’s not quite right, which triggers the sense of strangeness.




  But what is obvious is that the ‘uncanny valley’ syndrome affects people to varying degrees, and some don’t seem affected by it at all. Which may be why Baby Alive dolls

  continue to be popular. They’re now marketed by Hasbro, and they’ve been updated since the 1970s. The newest model is the anima-tronic Baby Alive Learns to Potty. It eats special

  ‘green beans’ that it processes and excretes out the other end, announcing what it’s done by declaring, ‘I made a stinky!’ The doll comes with a warning: ‘May

  stain some surfaces.’ Diapers are extra.




  Reality Check




  Question 1. This photograph shows the outline of a foetus’s foot pressing against the inner wall of its mother’s stomach. Is it real or doctored?
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  Question 2. TNS Recovery Complex is a brand of face cream made from the foreskins of circumcised infants. True or false?




  Question 3. RonsAngels.com was an Internet site that allowed infertile couples to bid for the eggs of supermodels. True or false?




  ANSWERS




  1. This photograph began circulating online in mid-2004. Its source remains a mystery, making it impossible to say with 100 per cent certainty that the image is

  fake, though this seems almost definitely to be the case. Although a woman will often see her belly bulge when a baby thrusts out a limb, the abdominal wall is simply too muscular and thick to

  allow a footprint to be seen with this clarity. The only way a foetal footprint could be seen in this way would be in the rare case of an ectopic pregnancy, which this photo does not appear to

  show. In addition, the footprint seems disproportionately large for a foetus.
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